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	1. Chapter 1

**_AN: This is a short AU that assumes HTTYD 1 ended a bit differently. It is rated T for suggestive themes later on, though nothing explicit. There will be references to Viking customs, some of which will be shamelessly made-up to suit the story._**

**_The chapters will be short, and and I imagine this will end up being 3-4 chapters long…just a drabble to get an idea out of my head. I will update as soon as I can, though with other commitments, it may not be for a week or so._**

**_I do not own "How to Train Your Dragon"._**

Astrid sat up in the unfamiliar bed, leaning against the wooden headboard. Her legs shifted under the furs, exposing her right foot and calf to the cool, damp air. There was an uncomfortable silence looming within the modest space, as a second figure stood across the room, avoiding her gaze.

With a gentle sigh, Astrid allowed herself to pull her attention away from the man and take in the detail of her surroundings. The candle at the bedside illuminated the nearest wall, which was lined with various shelves filled with fragile books and curious artifacts. A small jeweled box, a sculpture of twisted glass, a dented shield with a faded tribal crest…what did they represent? What made them so significant that they had earned the privilege to be displayed? Astrid's thoughts were interrupted when the other occupant of the small room moved away from their position and slowly approached the bed.

Astrid felt her bravery begin to slip, suddenly unable to attempt eye contact again now that the safe space between them had disappeared. She kept her eyes locked on the shelves, though her attention was honed to every creak, rustle, and breath produced as the figure drew closer. Astrid felt the mattress shift as they sat on the bed, close enough to brush her exposed leg. She did not draw herself away; she did not fear this man. At least not in a physical sense. She knew, somehow, that he would never hurt her, and had the added confidence of knowing that if he ever tried, she would likely best him. Yet despite this knowledge, there was a deep fear ingrained in her subconscious. She had envisioned this impossible moment so many times over the past three years, and had considered every possible outcome. Now, she was afraid to find out how it would transpire. Had she finally found what she had been searching for all this time? Or was this the final dead end on a journey filled with disappointment?

Slowly inhaling, Astrid lowered her gaze to her own hands, which lightly gripped the fur on her lap. She then allowed herself to look to the hands of the seated figure, noting the worn, calloused digits that nervously fingered the leather gauntlet on his arm. As her eyes traveled upward, she saw his lean chest slowly expand and relax with controlled, mindful breaths. Feeling her own breathing hitch, she focused her attention to the man's jaw line, taking in the faded scar that she expected to see. Her vision blurred slightly as tears began to form, daring to escape down her cheeks. But she kept her composure as her eyes finally met his, a familiar forest-green slightly obscured by shaggy auburn hair.

The expression on his face was enigmatic and offered no clues to what he was thinking in that moment. His eyes were bright with the youth that would be expected of an 18-year-old, yet were tired and oddly worn. He held Astrid's gaze for a moment, before looking away from her face, over her shoulder. Whether he was focusing on her loose, cascading hair or simply looking past her, Astrid could not say.

Suddenly feeling desperate to move beyond this silence, Astrid adjusted her posture and leaned slightly towards the young man. He responded by sharply returning his eyes to hers, clearly surprised. His eyes were temporarily unguarded, and Astrid could see a maelstrom of emotions behind them. Sadness, annoyance, fear…relief? She offered a small smile, genuine yet pleading for a response.

"Hiccup…" she breathed, unsure of what her next words would be. Should be.

His eyes visibly relaxed, though Astrid could see his emotions being concealed again behind a neutral facade. He looked down to furs on the bed, slowly exhaling with a quiet chuckle. His lips quirked into the trace of a smile.

"What are you doing here, Astrid?"


	2. Chapter 2

_**AN: Thank you all who have read and followed this story! I hope you enjoy this new chapter. As I said before, chapters will be be short. I will update again in a few weeks.**_

**_I still do not own "How to Train Your Dragon"._**

His voice was gentle yet deeper than she remembered, but still had the same endearingly nasal quality. It was an unearthly experience for Astrid, to hear this voice again. She felt her eyes sting as new tears formed along her eyelashes.

"I…I can't…" she whispered, struggling to form words "…you're alive." She shook her head, feeling the disbelief set in. Hiccup watched her intently, his fingers continuing to fidget as he held her gaze.

"Everyone said you couldn't have survived" Astrid continued, her voice growing more strained. "…your leg…all of the blood." She swallowed the bile that built up in the back of her throat as she remembered the graphic scene on the dreaded island's shores. She could still hear the sobbing all around her, and the hoarseness of her own cries filling her ears.

Hiccup inhaled sharply, discomforted by his own memories of that day. He looked off into the corner of the room and let out a shaky exhale. "Yeah, the, uh, odds weren't exactly in my favor" he agreed. Silence fell between them as Astrid watched his face intently, seeing his features harden, his eyes unfocused as though reliving the past. "Besides…" he suddenly scoffed "who would have been stupid enough to think a weak little _toothpick_ could live through that…"

Astrid looked at him, hearing the venom in his words. She bit her lip.

"I was" she whispered. His expression softened as their eyes reconnected, and she sighed. "Even after…Toothless…carried you away from us, I honestly believed you could still be alive."

Hiccup's brow raised in surprise, but quickly settled back as he frowned. "Well, I'm sure you were the only one".

Astrid looked away, avoiding the urge to nod to confirm his assertion. Silence returned again as Hiccup awkwardly adjusted his weight, leaning back on his hands as he extended his legs out slightly. With his prosthetic in view, Astrid couldn't help but take in the handcrafted device. As a Viking, she was comfortable with missing appendages and rarely noticed the pegs and hooks her clansmen used. But this intricate design was different. It was thought out, complex, unusual…very Hiccup.

"Where is he?" Astrid plainly asked, breaking the silence.

"Hmm?" Hiccup responded, taking a moment to absorb her meaning. "Oh, Toothless. He's outside. Didn't uh, want to scare you when you woke up."

Astrid smirked. "Probably wise. Seeing you and him at the same time may have been a bit much for me".

Hiccup laughed lightly. "Trust me, I can appreciate how surprising that would be. It was a shock just for me to see you on a hunter's ship chained to a Deadly Nadder."

Astrid's eye widened as she remembered the day's events. "Stormfly! Is she…."

"She's fine." Hiccup quickly assured her. "Outside with Toothless. She is limping a bit, I'm guessing from when you were shot down. But she can fly without any trouble".

Astrid exhaled in relief. "Thank the Gods…"

Though the tension had released and she intended to continue, Astrid found herself unable to speak. While her parched throat was not helping, the real problem was that she felt uncharacteristically unsure of herself. There were so many questions to ask, and she should have felt comfortable asking anything of a boy she had known all of her life. And yet, he was no longer a boy, and she no longer really knew him after three long years. Where had he been? Who had he become?

Her contemplation was interrupted by his voice. "We're a long ways from Berk, Astrid. What are you doing out here?"

Astrid gently bit the inside of her cheek as she considered her response. She knew this question was coming, but she was suddenly struggling to recall what she had planned to say. "Looking for you" she admitted, shrugging to downplay her confession. "I've been searching ever since you left. I tried flying this direction before, but had to turn back when a storm came in. As soon as Winter passed, I decided to try again".

Accepting her answer, Hiccup slowly nodded. He began to rub his leg, eyes fixed to the floor. "Well, you found me. The real question is, why did you want to?"

Astrid thought carefully as she spoke. "I…I guess I needed to know. I waited for you to come back. When you didn't, I started to believe that you may have died after all. But then I wondered if you had been captured, or were unable to fly home. I didn't…I didn't expect you to be alive and well. I didn't think you would _choose_ to stay away."

Hiccup exhaled deeply, leaning forward while bracing his elbows on his knees. His eyes were once again distant, his jaw tightly set. "Yes, I suppose it is surprising that someone wouldn't want to return to a father who disowned them and a village that looked down on them. Passing up on the opportunity to see their best friend savagely executed." He laughed sardonically as he shook his head. "You can imagine how hard it was for me to lose all of that."

Astrid frowned but controlled the urge to roll her eyes at his thick sarcasm. "Even after you defeated the Red Death, you thought that was what was waiting for you?" she retorted. "After you led us into battle on the backs of _dragons_?" Hiccup's darkening expression only made her tone more exasperated. "They would have listened to you! We _did_ listen to you. Everything changed that day, and you would have seen that if you had come home."

Hiccup's ire was palatable as he briskly stood from the bed and began to pace, his arms in constant motion. "I couldn't take the risk, Astrid! I didn't make the decision to leave; Toothless did that for me. But it was the right choice, and I knew it was best if we stayed away. There isn't anything for us on Berk…"

Astrid scoffed, her expression hardening as she drew her legs into her body. She could feel her temperature rise as she tried to control her increasing anger.

"Stoick was destroyed when you were taken." Her head dropped as she recalled her desperate, grieving chief. "He prayed to every God that you would return, and was shattered when he realized it would never happen. Gobber is still beside himself. Fishlegs, the twins, even Snotlout…the village mourned you, and still cannot believe you are gone."

She glanced up at Hiccup and was astonished to see that her words had no effect on his indignant visage. "No, that doesn't…", he started.

"_I_ mourned you, Hiccup!" Astrid loudly interrupted, her voice threatening to break "and I couldn't deal with the idea that you could be gone forever. How can you say that that isn't anything?"

Hiccup's jaw loosened as he snapped his eyes to her, surprised to see her pained expression. Deeply exhaling, he rubbed his tired eyes as he slightly slowed his march.

"And I'm sorry that I upset you. Really. I honestly didn't think anyone would care. I won't lie, I thought about going back, one day. Maybe in a few more years. But I figured by then you all would have moved on and forgotten about me, gotten jobs, gotten married…"

"I'm already married." Astrid replied, more coldly then she had intended.

Hiccup stopped pacing, frozen for a moment. He then turned his gaze back to her, his mouth slightly agape. "You're…married?"

She nodded slowly. Realizing the harshness in her tone, she softly added, "have been for two years".

He looked at her blankly, letting the words sink in. "You are married" he repeated, unconsciously looking her up and down.

The glance did not go unnoticed, causing Astrid to lightly blush.

"Of course you are…" he muttered, running his hand through his hair as he looked away and resumed his pacing.

His reaction, while surprising to her, was not unappreciated. Astrid struggled to hide a satisfied smirk.

As he stopped to look out a small window into the night, Hiccup rubbed the back of his neck. "So…Snotlout?"

Astrid looked insulted, her face twisted with disgust. "Ugh, Gods no!"

Hiccup's expression softened, and even appeared mildly amused for a moment. He shrugged. "Fishlegs then."

"Nope".

Hiccup's brow furrowed in confusion. "Tuffnut?"

"Uh-uh".

Hiccup was silent, deep in thought.

"It's a political marriage" she sighed, leaning back into the headboard. "After Papa died in an attack by the Outcasts…"

Hiccup turned to look at her with genuine sympathy. "Oh, Gods…Astrid, I'm so sorry…"

She nodded in appreciation. "Thank you, it's..okay. He died from injuries sustained in _glorious_ battle" she said with a sad smile, "so he wouldn't have had it any other way. At least he is with Mama again."

She smiled warmly at the thought of her parents, still feeling Hiccup's gaze. "Anyway" she continued, "that left me as the only remaining Hofferson on Berk. I was offered a contract and given a choice: to live alone in my lodge or to marry into another family that was willing to forgo a dowry."

Hiccup nodded dully. "So, of course you chose marriage…"

"No, I decided to be alone".

Hiccup looked at her, confused. "But…"

Astrid stopped him by lifting her hand. "At least, for a few months", she continued. "But after my rage quieted enough for anyone to dare approach me, someone helped me see that this marriage was bigger than me. That if I continued where I was, I would likely die alone, bitter, and with nothing to honor my ancestors. This contract would allow me to continue our bloodline, and would benefit all of Berk by bringing our Houses together".

Hiccup was silent, a pained expression on his face. "Who..who convinced you?"

"Gobber", she replied. "I was still upset, of course…I still am. I miss my family every day. But I am glad I listened to him. I'm proud of my new clan, and I honestly have grown to love my husband."

Biting back a retort, Hiccup steeled his jaw. "Ah, well, congratulations." he said with forced levity, "I, ah, wish you both a lifetime of happiness, and uh, kids, and all that…"

Astrid laughed under her breath and she suddenly became very interested in smoothing a crease in the fur blanket. "Well, the kids part is a bit tricky…we, uh, haven't been able to…well…"

Hiccup's face cocked his head, replaying her word. "Able to what?" His expression then reflected surprise; a bit of shock. Even in the dim candlelight, Astrid could see his cheeks redden. "You mean, you haven't…uh…" he gestured awkwardly.

"Consummated, yes." she confirmed nonchalantly. "Kind of, impossible, really, since he couldn't even be at the wedding…" she said, looking intently at Hiccup.

Hiccup eyes widened, realization slowly setting in. Astrid could hear him swallow as he turned to fully face her, his voice lowering. "And…why couldn't he be there?"

Astrid smiled lightly, almost mischievously.

"Because he had been taken away by a Night Fury."


	3. Chapter 3

**AN: I apologize for the delay. I actually had this drafted weeks ago and didn't have a chance to finalize it until today. Thank you all for the follows and kind comments. I hope you enjoy this chapter, and plan on having the next one out in a few weeks.**

It was like being underwater. The light was dim, as if passing through a filter. The only sensation was that of weightlessness, coupled with an unsettling resistance that made it difficult to move. All sounds were muffled, including a deep, rhythmic thump echoing in the darkness. In the distance, a high-pitched frequency, indiscernible but constant. Time felt inconsequential.

"Hiccup!"

With a sudden jolt, the comforting veil was stripped away. He felt as though he had been jerked above the water's surface. Disoriented and overwhelmed, his eyes snapped open.

As his vision came into focus, Hiccup saw that he was not pulled from the waves, but was still in his room. Slouched up against a wall, sitting limply on the floor, he looked into familiar cerulean eyes. Though they were reminiscent of the ones he saw frequently in his sleep, they were also very different. They were not filled with rage and judgement as they often were in his fitful dreams, nor were they coy and lustful as they were in more pleasant fantasies. These eyes were wide, and pained, and panicked.

As he blinked with heavy lids and began to straighten his aching back, the fear began to dissipate from Astrid's features. A sigh of relief huffed from her chapped lips as she released her tight grip on his shoulders. Her hands glided down, fingertips lightly brushing his chest until her hands landed on her own folded knees as she crouched on the floor.

"Sweet Thor…" she whispered, "please don't do that again."

Hiccup shook his head, piecing together fragments of fresh memories. His cheeks became red and hot with embarrassment. "Did…did I pass out?"

Astrid repositioned her hip on the floor, concealing a pained wince. "Nearly. You looked like you were a million miles away. Then you said something about sitting down…and your legs buckled. Well, leg." She had the decency to smile apologetically as he cast her a weak glare.

As they both sat on the floor, each waiting for the other to speak, the light in the room began to flicker. Astrid glanced at the nearby candle and its struggling flame. She carefully positioned her feet underneath her and slowly stood, trying to ignore a shooting pain up her side. Shuffling towards the dying light, she was stopped by a hand lightly gripping her forearm.

"No, don't" Hiccup grunted as he pulled himself up from the ground "you need to sit." Astrid looked at him, noting his serious expression. She decided not to challenge him, this time, and slowly made her way back to the bed.

Shifting her weight onto the mattress, legs hanging off the edge, she watched him approach the dimming candle. In the growing darkness, she could barely she him reaching into a small pouch on his belt and pulling out a metal cylinder. A sharp click filled the silent space, and a bright flame erupted from the device as he touched it to the candle's wick. Astrid's eyebrows disappeared beneath her bangs as she leaned in for a closer look.

"You did it" she murmured. "Your Ignitor works".

Hiccup nodded shallowly, then suddenly spun to look at her, eyes wide. He looked down at the cylinder in his hand, then met her gaze, head slightly cocked. "Wait, how did you…"

"You sketched it out" she replied, still eyeing the device. "The picture is still in my room…er, your room. It looked a bit different than that…larger I think. But it's the same thing, isn't it?"

The distant look in Hiccup's eyes returned at the mention of their apparently shared living space. He nodded as he placed the Ignitor back into it's pouch. "Yeah…yeah, it is."

After a moment's hesitation, Hiccup slowly sat on the bed next to Astrid, eyes glued to the ground.

"Okay, I'm just going to ask. About what you said earlier, um, about you. And me. I mean…how are we…?" he gestured with his hand, struggling to finish his sentence.

Astrid smiled weakly. He couldn't tell if she was exhausted or embarrassed. Possibly both. "It's…a long story."

He looked into Astrid's eyes expectantly, begging for more details.

With a quiet sigh, Astrid pulled the furs over her lap. "Okay. It started a year after you left…"

_FLASHBACK_

_The frigid wind whipped against her exposed arms as she trudged through the village. Night had begun to fall, and only a few people were still walking about. Candles illuminated nearby windows, displaying the evening rituals of her tribe. Most were completing their chores before bed; a few were finishing their supper. Mrs. Svenson was sweeping the kitchen, shouting at her children and their Terrible Terror for tracking mud inside. Across the street, Mr. Larson drank a pint of mead, laughing as his eldest son bragged about his riding prowess. Astrid scowled bitterly as she quickened her steps, choosing to focus on the sound of her boots scrapping against the rocky terrain. She did not want to be reminded again of what she had lost._

_As she reached the crest of the hill, Astrid lifted her gaze to her destination: the Haddock's lodge. A familiar apprehension formed as a tightness in her chest as she forced her legs to continue. Over the past year she had purposely avoided coming near this building, as impossible as that was._

_When she approached the ornately carved doorframe, she was surprised to see the door swing wide open. The broad, rounded form of Mr. Ingermann stepped outside, barely seeing Astrid over an armful of scrolls and books._

_"__Oh, Astrid!" he exclaimed, a jolly grin visible beneath his greying beard. "A pleasure to see you, my dear."_

_Astrid forced a thin smile as she nodded in response. "Thank you, Mr. Ingermann." His warm smile wavered slightly as he sympathetically looked the girl up and down. She felt self-conscious under this familiar gaze…one she received often when she left her home. The well-intentioned pity of others made her ill, as well as acutely aware of how far she had fallen. Perhaps he could see that her clothes were ill-fitting and poorly mended. Did he notice the dark circles under her exhausted eyes? How dull her hair had become?_

_"__You…uh…you should come by our house on your way home, Astrid." The elder Ingermann's signature smile slowly returning as he adjusted his grip of the mound of papers. "The missus prepared more cod tonight than even Fishleggs could eat! You would be doing us a big favor by taking it off our hands."_

_Astrid tried to hide the shame in her eyes as she glanced down at her own form. Her lithe muscles had begun to atrophy, displaying her thin frame. Well-defined shoulders were now angular and sharp. Hands that were once strong and callused were only bones and ligaments. For the first time in her life, she felt frail. Sickly._

_She shifted uncomfortably as her eyes darted between the large man and the doorway he was blocking. Although she didn't want to go inside, staying where she was suddenly seemed worse. "Um…yeah. Sure. I'll come by later, Mr. Ingermann."_

_He smiled sadly but nodded, acting as though he didn't hear the hollowness in her commitment. With a parting glance, he carefully stepped off the balcony, leaving Astrid alone in the doorway. She glanced into the brightly lit room, slowly edging her way inside. She was delighted to feel the warmth of the space envelope her._

_"__Chief?" she called out._

_The towering form of Stoick the Vast lumbered into view. "Astrid…you made it. Good. Please, sit down." He motioned her towards a dining table, where two chairs stood. He slowly sat in one, as large and imposing as the man it supported. The other was small and simple, like a modest tree stump. Astrid approached the smaller chair and sat awkwardly on the edge of the seat. After a moment of staring at the table top, she worked up the courage to glance at her chief. She expected him to being eyeing her with the same sympathy others did, but was surprised to see him staring into the table top as well. His expression was the same as it had been all year: blank and joyless. Heavy-lidded eyes were vacant and weary. His fiery red beard was rapidly greying. His posture, once proud and commanding, was slumped and purposeless._

_He turned towards her, but did not seem to be looking directly at her. It was almost as if he were looking through, at something unseen._

_"__How are you managing, Astrid?"_

_Astrid was taken aback a bit. She was used to being asked how she was, which she always wanted to answer with a scream and a swing of her axe. But no one had ever asked her what she was doing to make it through each day._

_"__I'm…surviving, sir."_

_Stoick nodded, his gaze into the void unwavering._

_"__Of course you are. You're a Hofferson, after all."_

_Astrid felt a swell of pride, a feeling she desperately missed._

_"__And what do you intend to do now?"_

_With a furrowed brow, she looked back at the table. "What do you mean, sir?"_

_"__I mean, what will you do now?", he clarified. "Have you considered a trade to support yourself?"_

_She nodded slowly. "I have been doing odd jobs around the village…repairs. Some of my father's tools are still usable, so I have that."_

_A low hum vibrated in Stoick's throat, as he gazed away from at towards a nearby shelf. "Was anything left after the raids? Anything for you to live on?"_

_Astrid shook her head. "No, sir. The Outcasts took everything that wasn't nailed down. But I still have a home. I…know others were not as lucky." She remembered the thick black smoke that filled the village as other homes burned to the ground. _

_After a moment of silence, Stoick muttered darkly, "Life has not been the same since those bastards came to our shores."_

_Standing from his chair, Stoick approached the shelf he had been staring at. He grabbed a small wooden box and placed it on the table across from Astrid._

_"__Did your father ever tell you about Hiccup's mother?"_

_Thrown by the random question, Astrid regained her composure. She searched her memories, vaguely remembering passing comments and brief stories. "Just that she was very kind…and that she and Mama were good friends."_

_Stoick nodded "Aye, they were. I've known Val and Sibba all my life, and up until Val…left…a day didn't pass without those two seeing each other." A small, nearly undetectable smile lifted the edge of his lips. "They shared every birthday together…planned each other's weddings. And when Hiccup was born, your mother was here everyday to help us care for him. The next season, Val returned the favor by lending a hand when you came into this world." Astrid swallowed a lump that had formed in her throat, carefully taking in every word. She tried to imagine her mother, and the life she lived._

_"__Growing up" Stoick continued, "they had always joked that their children would one day marry one another. They always felt like family to each other, and it seemed fitting that they could one day be kin. You have to remember, this was when arranged marriages were the norm, so that was not at all unheard of." Astrid looked at her chief warily, but did not dare interrupt. Stock inhaled deeply, a grim expression weighing his heavy brow. "When you were born, Hiccup was of course older but still very ill. He had stopped eating and growing, and Val was distraught. She could no longer see a future for our precious son." _

_An uncomfortable silence filled the air as Stoick stared into space, replaying those difficult days. Astrid bit her lip, unsure of what to say. _

_Bracing his arms on the table the faint smile returned to Stoick's face. "But Sibba always knew how to cheer her up. She and your father came over one day, you wrapped in a tight bundle, with a parchment in hand. It was a marriage contract, binding you and our son in matrimony. She told Val what I had said all along…that he would survive this and would have a future. He would grow, and he would learn, and he would love." Leaning towards the wooden box, Stoick lifted the lid to reveal a scroll. "This contract, while never meant to be upheld, was a symbol of their faith in our son. This simple act did wonders for Val's spirits. I thank the Gods every day that before she was taken, Val was able to see her son begin the thrive." For the first time that evening, Stoick met Astrid's gaze, looking intently into her eyes. "And I thank your mother every day for that."_

_Astrid's jaw slacked, her lower lip falling slightly as she tried to form her next words. Her hands shook, and she tried to hide the quiver in her voice. "Why are you telling me this? Sir?"_

_"__I am telling you this, Astrid, because it could offer you a better future." He kept his eyes fixed to her, though she looked away and down at her hands. "You know as well as I do that without your family's support, your best chance of survival is through marriage. But without a dowry, your options will be very limited. If I sign this document, it becomes a binding contract and would make you a member of our family."_

_Gripping her hands to still them, she huffed in surprise. "So, what, I would be married? To Hiccup? How is that even…can that even happen?"_

_Nodding, Stoick gently wrapped his hand around the scroll and pulled it from the box. "There is precedent. Ragnar Ingermann looked through our archives, and it has been done a few times. It is legal so long as the contract was written before the individual…departed…and the families do not object."_

_Astrid stared in disbelief as Stoick gingerly rolled the contract onto the table. She stood from her chair, feeling dizzy and weak. "I just….I can't…it's…it's not right. He could come back. If Hiccup comes back, then…"_

_Taking a step towards her, Stoick gently but firmly placed his hands on Astrid's shoulders. She looked into his eyes, startled to see them brimming with tears._

_"__Astrid…he isn't coming home, lass. My son is dead. I am coming to accept that. You need to as well."_

_Feeling her body begin to shake, she shook her head as she backed away from his grip. "No…I'm…sorry, sir. I can't do this. Thank you, but no thank you, sir. I….I need to go."_

_Astrid quickly moved towards the door, fighting back tears of her own. As she walked through the doorway, Stoick's voice bellowed, "Worry less about Hiccup, Astrid. Please think about yourself."_

_Astrid ran into the woods, low branches and bushes scrapping against her limbs. She stumbled over rocks in the darkness, catching herself with her hands. Her palms were cut and raw, but she gripped her hands into fists and continued running. Her lungs stung from the cold air. She ran until the shrubs revealed a secluded but familiar clearing. This cove was her sanctuary. The same where she confronted Hiccup. Where she first saw the Night Fury. As she approached the water's edge she finally ran out of steam and fell to her knees. She sank slightly into the muddy shore, and she raked her nails through the soil. As hot tears fell from her eyes, she allowed herself to scream and pound the ground with her fist. Her echoing roar projected her explosive rage. With every strike, she thought of the Outcasts who took her father from her. She imagined irresponsible, careless Hiccup and his stupid dragon. A piece of paper that could take away her freedom, her independence, and worst, her family's name. As her punches softened she remembered her parent's faces. The faded hope in Stoick's eyes. The look on Hiccup's face when she kissed him. They were standing right there. Her hands were now buried in the dirt where he once stood. _

_The tears that streamed down her face felt different now; cooler and less acidic. She remembered the gawky boy as he stood confidently before her. How he looked so sure, and determined. How he had been brazen enough to force her onto the back of the most deadly dragon known to man and showed her a world above their own. His limp body as it fell into the fiery inferno. The tattered, bloody remains of his leg as he lay dying on the beach._

_As her breathing slowed, Astrid fell to her side with exhaustion. Looking into the still waters of the cove, she thought about the people who were no longer in her life. Her mother, who she had only vague memories of, taken too young by illness. Her beloved uncle, who left the island in disgrace, drowned at sea. Her father, who died defending his daughter and his village. All of these losses, while tragic, were possible to comprehend. Hiccup, on the other hand, was more difficult to process. He was…sort of a friend? Almost? She was not sure what he was to her anymore, other than a constant. He was always in the background, and despite his diminutive size, was impossible to miss. Whenever disaster struck, which was fairly often, Astrid knew he was nearby. Back then, she would not have been surprised if he was killed by a dragon. No one would have been. His recklessness and asinine inventions made him the most likely victim when dragons attacked. But she never, ever, would have imagined he would perish in battle, after defeating a dragon the size of a mountain. On the back of a Night Fury. It all seemed so impossible. How could a boy like that do something no other Viking had the guts to try? How could a boy like that die? In Astrid's weary and desperate mind, she just didn't see how he could._

_…__._

_As Astrid returned to the village, damp and covered in mud, she was relieved to be the only one outside. Walking away from the main path behind the houses, she was still able to see the warming glow of candles at each home. Looking further ahead, she could barely make out the dark shadow of her own lodge; cold and vacant. No one to greet her as she entered. No one to talk to, or shout at, or laugh with. No one to hide her tears from. No one to be strong for._

_When she reached the house, she paused in front of the door. Too exhausted to think it over, she turned away from the entry and instead walked towards the side of the building. She could hear soft snoring in time with the gentle rise of Stormfly's sleeping form. Dropping to her hands and knees, Astrid crawled under her dragon's wing. The slumbering Nadder opened an eye and upon seeing her rider, gently squawked and pulled the girl closer. With a final nuzzle to Astrid's head, Stormfly tucked her head in and both fell fast asleep._


	4. Chapter 4
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**As several awesome reviewers have noticed, this story will need to be much longer than I originally had planned. I honestly didn't expect such positive feedback, and only meant for this to be a way of getting an idea on "paper". But this has grown into something much deeper and more complex than I had intended, and I want to see it through to the end. I look forward to writing this tale and hope you all will continue to take the journey with me.**

Though his eyes appeared to be fixed on the stone floor below their feet, Hiccup's mind was a million miles away. Slowly absorbing Astrid's tale, he let out a long exhale, unconsciously shaking his head.

The entire experience was surreal for Hiccup. Although he always knew Astrid was alive, or at least had no reason to believe otherwise, he never really allowed himself to believe he would see her again. Even if he ever had worked up the nerve to return to Berk, he couldn't honestly imagine approaching her after all this time. What would he have said? Would she have even cared?

And yet, here she was, tucked under his blanket, in his bed, on a remote island far from Berk. She was still strong, and capable. Quick-tempered and smart. Beautiful beyond words. In many ways, she was the same as he remembered. A more mature exterior perhaps, but still the same brave warrior she had always been. Yet, there were also so many differences. She seemed more thoughtful in her responses. Her expression and tone were overall more gentle. Despite her sinewy musculature and the scars she bore, there was an unexpected vulnerability that he struggled to accept. The way she looked at him was…with wonder. Sure, one would expect a measure of awe in the eyes of a woman who had essentially seen a ghost from her past, but Hiccup couldn't shake the feeling that there was more there. She had mentioned that she grew to love her husband; that she had learned to love him. Was that what he saw when he looked in her eyes? It was difficult to even consider the possibility that the unobtainable could really be in front of him now. That she could even feel a percentage of what he knew he still felt. How could these feelings have developed and flourished without him even being there? Did that make them somehow less genuine?

Hiccup looked out of the corner of his eye at Astrid, who gazed at him expectantly. Her eyes glistened and she swallowed heavily, waiting for his reaction.

Realizing that he would have to be the one to break the silence, Hiccup re-positioned himself on the edge of the bed to face her. He opened his mouth to speak, but quickly closed it when he realized he didn't know what to say. With a sharp exhale, he rubbed his brow and he closed his eyes in thought.

"That's, um…wow", he forced out, "…quite a story."

Astrid nodded weakly, hugging her arms close to her body.

"So…you obviously changed your mind", he continued. He looked at her with a raised brow. "And because of Gobber?"

She smiled tightly, looking off to the side as she recalled that memorable day. "Yeah…for a man who smells like cabbage gone bad he really does have a way with words."

Hiccup wrinkled his nose in disgust. "More like a molded yak", he muttered. "Working with him in what was basically a sweat lodge was torture."

Astrid snorted as she held in a laugh; Hiccup's mouth quirked into a small smile.

"Oh don't I know it", she snickered. "During those…challenging months, he would come up with odd jobs for me around the forge. I knew it was just his way to pass along a few coins without damaging my pride. But I liked the company and it was a good distraction. The morning after your dad offered the contract, I went in just so that I could take out my anger on that poor anvil. Gobber must have heard what happened, because he didn't even try to talk to me for the rest of the day."

Astrid laughed under her breath. "Actually, no one in the village approached me that day." A grin graced her face. "I guess an angry Hofferson with a hammer and searing hot metal is something smart people try to avoid."

Her smile then relaxed, her hands clasped in her lap. "As the days went on, Gobber would try to bring up the contract, but I shot him down every time. When I saw the Chief in the Great Hall, I avoided eye contact and made myself scarce. Looking back, I think I was afraid that if I entertained the idea even for a second, it would break my resolve. I wasn't stupid; I knew it was the best solution. But I couldn't admit that I was unable to take care of myself."

Hiccup nodded slightly, having witnessed Astrid's stubbornness on many occasions. She bowed her head, stretching her aching neck as she spoke.

"But, as the season changed and winter began to set-in, everyone in the village started to worry about me. Neighbors offered to give me extra food, used clothes…anything to help me make it to spring. Their charity only made me feel more ashamed…more angry. I refused help from anyone, and eventually people stopped asking."

Astrid sighed deeply, remembering her darkest days. The pair sat in silence as Hiccup watched her. He stretched his fingers awkwardly, trying to fight the temptation to reach for her hand. To hold her. Instead, he prompted her. "So then what?"

With her head still bent down, she raised it slightly to peer at him through her bangs. "Gobber locked me in the forge."

Hiccup's head jerked up, his brow furrowed in confusion. "He what?"

Her smile returned. "Yeah, locked all the doors. And windows. Told me I could scream and curse all I wanted, but that I was going to hear what he had to say."

The image of big, bulky Gobber, too fearful to face Astrid without a building between them was enough to elicit a chuckle from Hiccup. "So what did you do?"

She shrugged coyly. "What else? I yelled, threatened him, tried to kick in the door. He removed all the weapons so I couldn't chop the door down. For a moment, I considered burning the damn building down, even with me trapped inside."

Her face then became more somber and reflective. "But he stood outside, leaning on the door frame and basically told me I was being a yak-headed idiot. He just kept talking, ignoring my fit, and listed off all the reasons I should accept the offer. I had heard them all before, and honestly, none of it moved me."

Raising her head, she locked her gaze with Hiccup's. "Until he said that I had an obligation to you. To finish what you started and keep peace between Vikings and dragons. Even though most were comfortable being around them, there were still a lot of problems. Monstrous Nightmares flaming up and catching crops on fire. Zipplebacks harassing the sheep. Some were starting to question whether they really made our lives better. Gobber reminded me that if you were still there, you would work to make them understand. To teach the dragons so that we could coexist."

Hiccup cast his gaze to the floor, concealing a fleeting expression of guilt.

"So, to do that", Astrid sighed, "I had to stay alive. Eat, get a full night's rest, stay warm so I didn't get sick like Mama. By living in your lodge, I would have all of that and could work with your dad to make things better for everyone. I couldn't imagine watching our village go to war with dragons again…not after everything you did."

Hiccup looked back up at Astrid, who gently nodded her head to signal her determination. "That…that was when it really set in. I accepted that it was the right thing to do, but I still worried. I asked Gobber, "what if Hiccup comes back? Finds someone else living in his home? A wife?""

She looked away, a light blush on her cheeks. "He laughed, so quietly I almost didn't hear him, and said, "Trust me, he wouldn't mind a bit". It was now Hiccup's turn for his face to redden, looking away as Astrid continued.

"After he left, I just…stood there. Numb. I wasn't ready to go see your dad yet, so I wandered into your workshop. It was the first time I worked up the courage to go in there, and it was…well, weird. Everything was untouched, just the way you left it. As if time just stopped that day. I sat in your chair and looked around at your drawings on the wall. They brought back memories of your, um, 'inventions' and the chaos they caused."

Hiccup shot her an offended look, causing her to smirk shamelessly.

"But those memories made me feel a little better. It felt good to remember you. Even after I went to your dad and agreed to the contract, I spent any free time in that room looking through all your drawings and journals."

Hiccup's eye widened suddenly. He rubbed the back of his neck, looking very uncomfortable. "Oh, uh..heh" he stammered, "A-all the journals?"

She smiled slyly, raising an eyebrow ever so slightly. "Yep. _All_ of them. I have to say, a few of them had very…interesting entries about me."

Hiccup's face flushed as he groaned, hiding his eyes behind his hand. Memories of some of his more carnal thoughts being mindlessly recorded during hours alone in the forge came rushing back. "I don't know what I was thinking", he mumbled. "I knew I should haven't have written down…that." He lowered his hand and looked at Astrid sheepishly. "Sorry."

She shrugged casually, warmed by the glimpse at the shy and timid boy she once knew. "Don't be. You were fifteen. And I'm the one who was snooping. But, well, I wanted to know you. Like, really know you. At first, it was looking for ideas on how to help everyone live with the dragons. But as I learned more about you…what you've been through…I don't know, I guess it became the closest thing to still having you on Berk."

Astrid looked him in the eye, her face emanating pure affection. He returned her gaze with a blank unblinking expression. As the seconds passed and the silence remained, Astrid's smile loosened. Hiccup suddenly reacted, looking away and clearing his throat. "Well, it's, uh, been a long day. You really should get some sleep." He glanced to see her lips dropping into a light frown. "You'll heal faster", he reasoned.

Astrid hesitated, but reluctantly nodded. Her eyes fell to the bed, then back to Hiccup.

She shifted closer to the wall, making room next to her. "I-I can scoot over more, it you want to…"

"No!" he exclaimed, startling her. Appearing surprised by his own outburst, Hiccup regained his composure. "I mean, uh, thanks but I'm good sleeping outside with Toothless." She looked at him skeptically, a tinge of disappointment in her frown. "Really, it's fine" he assured, "I do it all the time."

Too tired to argue, Astrid shrugged, and adjusted herself to fully lie down on the bed. She watched Hiccup as he extinguished the candle and walked towards the door. "Goodnight, Hiccup" she murmured, barely above a whisper. He stopped to look over his shoulder, lifting a corner of his mouth into a weak smile. "'Night, Astrid."

As the door gently closed and his retreating footsteps disappeared, Astrid gripped the blanket to her breast. She exhaled a breath she didn't realize she was holding, and felt her stomach twist at the familiar sense of solitude. Years of searching and hundreds of miles later, she was finally with Hiccup but still felt like she was a world away. She wasn't sure what she had expected, on the off-chance that she ever found him, but it certainly wasn't this. Happiness, hopefully. Anger, possibly. But disinterest? That option had never occurred to her. Feeling defeated and unwanted, she closed her eyes and waited for sleep's temporary escape.

Hours after she fell asleep, the door to the cabin slowly opened. Carefully, Hiccup entered the room, weary from exhaustion. While he had slept outside with Toothless many times, it was never conducive to restorative rest. The day's unexpected events only made sleep more elusive than it already was.

He quietly sat on the ground across from the bed, against the wall, unable to take his eyes off of Astrid's sleeping form. He sighed, lamenting his abrupt dismissal of her offer to share the bed. As much as he ached to be physically closer to her, he feared the emotional intimacy that threatened to grow. She would have to leave soon, and he had no intention of returning to Berk. Growing closer to her would only make it more painful when she left. After years of grappling with his decision to stay away, he wasn't willing to revisit his lingering doubts. So he rested his head on the wall and scanned her features, allowing himself to commit her beauty to memory. At least then he would have something to comfort him later when loneliness set in.


	5. Chapter 5

Astrid squinted as bright sunlight stung her dilated eyes. It was clearly mid-day, with the sun at its highest point. Raising a hand to shield her vision, she scanned the vicinity for signs of life. It was the first time she had seen her surroundings since waking in the unfamiliar bed.

The island was small, but boasted a terrain of steep hills and cliffs on almost all sides. As a warrior, she quickly appraised and appreciated the cover that the landscape provided. Add a lookout tower and a few interlocking fields and it would be largely defensible.

Unable to see anyone from her position, she carefully trudged up the closest hill. Holding her injured torso steady with one arm, Astrid grit her teeth as the incline increased. Encouraged that the top was in sight, she quickened her pace. Before reaching the summit, she was almost brought to her knees by a sudden stabbing sensation beneath her breast. Maybe speeding up was a bad idea. Moving instead at a slower speed to the top of the knoll, Astrid bit back the pain and resumed the search.

From the higher vantage point, she was able to see much further, but was discouraged by the lack of movement. But she tried not to worry. It's not like Hiccup would leave her trapped on an uncharted island. Would he? No, of course not. Then again, he clearly wants to be alone, and was very aloof the previous night. But, he was the one who brought her there; she didn't exactly drop in unannounced. Although he was obviously uncomfortable with her presence, especially after finding out they were technically married…

Oh gods, he left her trapped on an uncharted island.

Before panic was able to fully set-in, a pained squawk shocked Astrid from her thoughts. "Stormfly!", she gasped. Quickly turning towards the sound, she tried to ignore the searing pain as she hurried towards a small rock formation. Rounding the corner, she found Stormfly standing with her weight on one clawed foot, the other tucked defensively near her body. Beneath her injured leg, Hiccup sat on his knees as he applied a salve to thin gashes.

With a sigh of relief, Astrid walked towards the pair. Her approach was quickly detected by the Nadder, who cocked her head and squawked happily. Astrid smiled brightly, and gingerly approached the dragon. She reached for the side of Stormfly's head with delicate hands, and stroked the crooning creature who lovingly nuzzled her. Stormfly lowered her head to Astrid, who embraced her as well as she could with one arm.

"You had me worried, girl…", she cooed, laying her head against the dragon's beautiful scales. A content trill filled the air as Stormfly carefully leaned into her rider.

Astrid was so engrossed in their reunion that she did not hear Hiccup move. It wasn't until she saw Stormfly's eyes dart in his direction that she turned, finding him standing silently as he observed the pair. His eyes were gentle, yet calculating. She could feel him analyzing her, Stormfly, their interaction…it was all a bit unnerving.

Astrid raised an eyebrow, her mood slightly soured from yesterday's encounter. "Have something to say, Hiccup?"

His eyes snapped to meet hers, clearly taken aback by the sudden bluntness. But his features quickly returned to their neutral position, and he shrugged. "Not at all. Just not use to seeing anyone else be so calm around a dragon."

Astrid returned her gaze to the preening dragon and ran her fingers over cerulean scales. "Aw, Stormfly would never hurt me. Would you, girl?" Her expression then shifted to one of concern, as she replayed Hiccup's response in her head.

"Are you used to seeing anyone doing anything?" she asked. She kept her her eyes on Stormfly but could hear Hiccup suck in his breath behind her.

"Yes" he quickly replied, indignantly. After a moment's pause, he sighed. "Sometimes…"

She turned to face him, her frown softening. "When? How often are you with other people?"

He looked away from her, uncomfortable with the sudden scrutiny. "I see people from time to time. Mostly on ships when we are flying or above some villages when we need supplies."

"I get that you _see_ people, but do you talk to them?", she pressed. Hiccup said nothing, crossing his arms defensively over his chest as he kept his gaze unfixed. His silence spoke volumes. Astrid shook her head, unable to grasp the extent of his isolation. "If you get supplies surely you must talk to the merchants?"

Hiccup smiled sardonically as he finally looked her in the eye, but his tone betrayed his mirth. "Oh yeah, Toothless and I love to walk through the local markets. They're really quite charming, if you can look past the angry, vengeful mobs…"

His sarcasm was unappreciated as Astrid pursed her lips and glared at him. While she sometimes found his dry humor amusing in the past, she was less entertained when it was directed at her. "So you're telling me that every town, and every village in the archipelago has chased you away?"

Hiccup shook his head, sighing deeply as he ran his hand through his hair. "It only takes one or two before you get the message. We only go in at night, when the storerooms are empty, and, you know, borrow what we need."

Astrid frown deepened. "You steal", she corrected flatly.

He shrugged dismissively before returning to Stormfly's leg, a large bandage in hand. "If I didn't, your pretty friend here wouldn't be receiving this first-class care. Bandages, medicine…it doesn't grow on trees, Astrid."

Unable to think of a retort, Astrid sighed and allowed silence to set-in. She studied Hiccup carefully as he wrapped Stormfly's leg, vacillating between annoyance and gratitude. But once she saw the proud Nadder lower her leg to the ground without distress, any remaining irritation melted away. As Hiccup stood up, Astrid noticed a small remaining strip of fabric in his hand. Looking at the bandage pointedly, she extended her hand. "I need to use that."

The young man looked at her, confused. Astrid took a deep breath, bothered by her own vulnerability. "Please", she explained in a gentler tone, "I need to wrap my rib."

Hiccup's brow furrowed as his eyes shot to her arm wrapped around her chest. He carefully approached her, guiding her arm away from her ribs. With open hands he lightly brushed his palm along her side and towards her stomach. Astrid tensed at the contact, then gasped at a sudden shot of pain. Hiccup withdrew his hand rapidly, assessing the location of the injury. He quickly walked to a nearby sack and returned with a longer folded bandage. "Lift up your shirt".

Astrid's eyes widened, blinking in surprise. "Excuse me?"

He looked at her with a lifted brow, perplexed by her reaction. "Your rib" he replied evenly. "I need to see what I'm doing." Noting the reddening of Astrid's cheeks, Hiccup's eyes suddenly widened in realization. He cleared his throat, rubbing the back of his neck. "Y-you don't need to pull it _all_ the way", he clarified, "…just a few inches."

She sighed, hesitant to let him tend to her lest he cause further pain. But Astrid did as instructed and carefully rolled her shirt just above the bottom of her bindings. Hiccup knelt back to the ground, unfolding the strip of cloth in his hands. Clenching her jaw, Astrid sharply inhaled as the bandage was pulled firmly against her.

The pair was silent as Hiccup carefully wrapped the bandage around her, periodically tugging the fabric to tighten its grip. Unsure of where to look, Astrid stole a glance at Stormfly, who tilted her at the odd display. Lowering her gaze, she watched Hiccup's expression as he worked. He kept his eyes trained to the discolored bruise that spread along her side, though a light blush was evident on his face. "I can do this ", she quietly offered, "if you don't feel comfortable."

Without moving his eyes, he scoffed and lightly smirked. "And how are you going to pull it tight enough when you can't twist?"

Astrid didn't have a reasonable answer; truthfully, the thought of putting additional strain on the injury sounded unbearable. "I'm just trying to make it easier for you", she muttered with a shallow sigh. "You obviously don't want me here."

His face fell slightly as he glanced up at her, opening his mouth to speak. But no words were said and Hiccup clamped his mouth shut, returning his gaze to his work as he focused on the wrapping.

She stood there awkwardly, cringing at the discomfort while holding her shirt up, as her estranged "husband" gently rolled the material against her exposed skin. She wasn't sure which part made her more uncomfortable.

"I never said I don't want you here", he replied quietly. "It's…strange to see you again. I didn't think I ever would. It's just been so long, you know?" Tying the ends of the bandage together, he inspected his work and gave a satisfied nod. Using his prosthetic leg to balance, he pushed himself up to his full height. After rolling her shirt back into place, Astrid was surprised to see him looking at her with a small but sincere smile, with a hint of remorse. Not a smirk, but a genuine expression she hadn't seen since before fighting the Red Death.

"But I'm glad I found you", he continued. "I know we haven't always been close, but…I feel like we were friends for that short time. You can stay here as long as you need."

Hearing him refer to her as a friend both lifted her heart and stilled it. She was relieved to have earned some of his trust, but regretted that he had cause to be wary. While he was gone, she was able to find remnants of his past as a means to feel closer to him; to address some of the aspects of her personality that once made her so cold. Meanwhile, he only grew more distant, allowing a deep childhood crush to deteriorate to near indifference. It was sad, and unfortunate, but she knew she had to accept it for what it was.

She smiled warmly at him. "Thank you, Hiccup". He nodded in response, turning back to gather his supplies.

As she watched him walk away, Astrid's thoughts meandered through memories of their childhood, replaying moments she always wished she could have changed. Over the years, she had spent many nights, awake in _his_ bed, in _his_ room, reliving events that she never really bothered to deconstruct before. Truthfully, it had always weighed on her. Whether it was something she said, or her decision to not intervene when others were unkind, there was a constant theme of failure. She failed to do the right thing. She failed him.

There was some comfort in the sense that she was different now; not perfect, but she didn't feel the same way she did before everything changed. Before she discovered Hiccup's secret...before that first flight. He had thankfully seen the earliest days of her evolution. But there was three years of growth beneath the surface, and it would take time for him to see that.

She knew she had some work to do. But Astrid always liked a challenge.

* * *

><p>In the early evening, the clear summer sky gave way to splashes of brilliant hues as the sun began to set. Sitting on a smooth rock, Astrid looked up from a book she was skimming through to admire the sight. The worn item in her hands was one of the many things on Hiccup's shelves that caught her interest. While the exterior was deceptively drab, the delicate pages within were filled with beautifully written characters. She couldn't read the language, but the penmanship was exquisite; every flourishing letter a piece of art in its own right. It was all the more intriguing as it contained several ornate illustrations that were not only made with gorgeous jewel-toned dyes, but included details that seemed to be lined in gold.<p>

Some of the scenes were of people: an old man sitting on a cushion and children playing games. A few portrayed amazing structures that couldn't possibly exist, each too large and decorative to be feasible. But the last one was very different than the others. It shook Astrid, leaving her unsettled. A long serpentine creature, with sharp claws and angular wings filled the page. Jagged teeth were bared as crimson flames erupted out of its mouth. On its back, a man fully clad in gleaming armor pierced a sword through the beast, its blood seeping from multiple wounds. Astrid realized then that the dragon was not using its flame to defends itself; it was taking its dying breath. Even though she had once dreamed of achieving acclaim for committing the same heinous act, it was bizarre to see it glorified in such aesthetically pleasing detail. Whatever far away land this book came from, it appeared that their histories were not as different as she would have once imagined.

Lost in her thoughts, Astrid absently watched the setting sun. To her right, she heard uneven footsteps approach before stopping at a large stone leaned against the rock and said nothing, but she could see him looking towards the sun in her peripheral vision.

"You've seen a lot out here, haven't you?", she asked as her eyes were drawn back to the small tome. Hiccup turned his head and followed her gaze to the tattered book in her hands, then slowly nodded in understanding.

"Yeah…you see a lot of wonderful, awful, beautiful, screwed up stuff when no one's there...or when no one _knows_ you're there", he muttered, looking back towards the setting sun. After a moment of silence, he continued. "Sometimes Toothless and I will find things, washed up on shores from wrecked ships or abandoned villages. Other times we have to watch and wait for people to go inside so that we can get supplies. Most people are okay...not great, but okay. But others...", he shook his head, swallowing heavily.

Astrid looked at him, unsure of what to say. She wanted to know more; to understand. But he already seemed to be hurting, and she didn't want to add to his burden.

Sensing the tension, Hiccup lightly smiled. "But we've also seen amazing things. In the nearby mountain ranges, and forests...even in the coves. There is so much out here, Astrid. I see more types of dragons everyday than what is in the entire Book of Dragons."

She smiled, relieved to see his good-humor return. "It sounds great. So you spend a lot of time with wild dragons?"

"Yeah, most days", he nodded, his smile growing. "Sometimes a few small ones will land here for awhile, but there isn't a lot of room. I spend most days flying around, exploring...trying to guide them away from people...hunters."

Astrid bit her lip. "Like when you found me?"

He looked at her, his expression growing more grim. "Yeah. That same crew captured a Thunderdrum earlier in the day." Running his hand on the back of his neck, he set his jaw. "She was a mother...I was trying to save her. Didn't get there in time." Hiccup looked down, using the end of his prosthetic to aimlessly prod at the ground. With a deep sigh, he turned to face Astrid, offering a sad smile. "But, it wasn't a wasted trip. If I hadn't had a reason to board the ship you would have sailed right on by…" His expression became pensive as his gaze dropped again. "I never would have known what happened to you."

Astrid nodded, having had the same thought. That they just as easily could have gone the rest of their lives never knowing for sure if the other was even alive. Bending down slightly, she tilted her head to look up so that her eyes connected with his. "Well, I didn't sail by. And you do know what happened to me."

His mouth lifted into a soft smile, nodding. Shifting his weight to sit down, he turned his body towards her, hands clasped on his knees. "So what about you? Sounds like you've logged a lot of hours over the years looking for me. You must have some stories."

"Actually, not as much as you would think", she admitted. "I fly often, though only a day or two away from Berk at a time. This is only the second time I've traveled farther than that...Stoick isn't really thrilled with my habit of flying off so I try not to push my luck."

Hiccup snorted, rolling his eyes. "When has he ever been thrilled with anything?"

Astrid chuckled, shaking her head. "Anyway, I had to swear to stay out of range of other tribes, especially with Stormfly. We have enough problems with the Outcasts...last thing we need is another enemy." Running her fingers over the edge of the book, she sighed. "It's why I can't be away for too long. Berk needs to be defended. And if anything happened to someone because I wasn't there..."

Hiccup shook his head, seeing where she was going. "If something happened", he interrupted, "it wouldn't be your fault. You aren't responsible for that."

"Hiccup, it's my job. I'm part of the Guard. I train others to fight, so that we have a chance." She felt the sting of tears beginning to form and took a deep breath. "I...I can't lose someone again…b-because I didn't do something."

Hiccup looked at her, taken aback. "Astrid…", he soothed. Adjusting himself to sit closer to her, he tentatively placed his hand on her shoulder, drawing her eyes to his. "Don't do that. Don't put that on yourself. No one else does."

She opened her mouth to argue, but felt too deflated to debate him. "Sorry", she muttered, hoping it was enough to end the conversation.

Fortunately, it was. Squeezing her shoulder, Hiccup removed his hand and looked up at the painted clouds above. As Astrid regained her composure, a sudden smile appeared on his face. Standing up, he started walking away from her before stopping. He looked at her expectantly, beckoning her to follow with a tilt of his head. "C'mere."

Astrid hesitated, but put the book down next to her. She had to admit, she was more than a little curious. After following him towards the cabin, she quickly realized they were approaching Toothless, who was lounging in the grass. With a lazy yawn, Toothless stretched as Hiccup swung a leg over his saddle and slid into place. Though she suspected she knew what was about to happen, Astrid stood still, waiting for him to make the next move. With a lopsided smile, Hiccup offered his hand to her, which she swatted away with a knowing grin as she climbed on behind him.

As she settled in, lightly placing her hands on his sides, Astrid tried to hide her smile behind a neutral expression. "Do warn me this time if he's going to try to make me puke", she requested coolly. "Sure", he said playfully, "if you don't dig your heels into my gut this time."

As if on cue, Toothless launched into the air, quickly gaining altitude. What followed was a blinding series of loops, twists, and sudden dives. But this time Astrid was not afraid; not even slightly. Arms wrapped tightly around Hiccup, she whooped and shouted with every exhilarating turn. She could hear Hiccup laughing, encouraging the dragon to go faster. The trio raced over neighboring islands, with Hiccup pointing out every dragon nest they'd encountered. After speeding between sea stacks and barely avoiding a few cliff-sides, Toothless flew above the clouds, gliding to give his weary wings a rest.

The golden rays of the sun adorned the clouds with ethereal pinks and purples. Astrid often flew Stormfly during this time of day, just to relive a piece of a brief but beautiful moment in her life. Now, in a surreal turn of events, she was here, with Hiccup. She smiled, feeling content and at peace.

"Brings back memories…" she murmured as she ran a hand through a nearby wisp of clouds. Hiccup hummed in agreement.

They rode in comfortable silence, only hearing the wind blow past their ears. But the blissful quiet was broken when a low growl suddenly emanated from Toothless. Hiccup patted the dragon reassuringly, pulling a cord before using his hands to guide Astrid's away from his waist. "Don't worry, bud", he calmly soothed, though the growling continued. "Is everything okay?" Astrid asked, suddenly feeling anxious. "Huh? Oh yeah, everything's fine" he assured nonchalantly. "Ol' Toothless is just pouting." This earned an even louder growl from the perturbed beast.

After examining the straps on his chest, Hiccup leaned his head back. "Astrid, could you lean back for a second?", he called over his shoulder. She paused briefly, but once she complied, he bent over towards his prosthetic. "Thanks. Just need to adjust my footing here…" he shouted over the increasing wind.

Suddenly, his space on the saddle was empty. In shock, Astrid looked down just in time to see his leg disappear into the clouds below. "Hiccup!", she screamed, shifting her weight to the front of the saddle. "Toothless, get him! Now!" In an instant, the dragon dove through several layers of clouds. As the wind whipped across her face, Astrid struggled to see the ocean below. To her horror, she saw no sign of Hiccup.

As Toothless leveled off, she frantically looked in all directions, both hoping to see him and terrified at the state she would find him in. After several attempts to guide the dragon to the ocean's surface, she resorted to pleading. "T-Toothless, what are you doing? Please, w-we need to get to the water! We have to find-"

WHOOSH

Astrid barely missed the object that flew only inches above head. Disoriented but ready to attack, Astrid watched as the distinct form of a dragon glided away from her. Feeling overwhelmed by the rush of adrenaline, she almost didn't register that it was wearing a boot.

Wait. No. No.

Without prompting, Toothless increased his speed until they were beside the figure. Astrid didn't notice the thin metal frame outlining the wings, or the sound of coarse fabric pressing against the air current. She was too busy sitting there, mouth hanging open, staring at Hiccup's gap-toothed grin.

"Pretty cool, right?", he shouted over the wind.

Struggling to push the words from her throat, Astrid continued ti gawk at him, unblinking, as she shook her head. "H-how are you doing...WHY are you…" She could feel her face heating up and jaw tighten, her shock quickly transitioning to rage. "What the Hel are you doing?!"

Unaffected by her anger, Hiccup casually looked over at his handmade wings before meeting her glare, smile never wavering. "Uh, flying?"

Before Astrid could respond to his sass, a sharp gust of wind caused her to quickly grab the saddle to keep upright. A sickening groan was faintly audible as malleable metal gave way to the force.

"And now falling…", Hiccup sighed, though Astrid could hear the panic in his voice as he began to lose altitude. In an instant, the bent wing ripped off his back, causing him to plummet. "Toothless!"

Astrid was nearly thrown from the saddle as Toothless sharply turned and raced to catch him. Drawing his wings into his body, the dragon quickly closed the distance between them. As the water's surface sped towards them, Astrid reached her arm towards the young man, muscles clenched as she fought against the air's opposing force. Hiccup grasped for her arm, clasping her forearm and using the leverage to pull himself into the saddle.

With seconds to spare, Toothless threw his wings open, turning away from the crashing waves. Slowly, he glided just over the water, gaining momentum that allowed him to propel upward. Soon they were making their way back through the cloud cover with the final rays of the sun lighting their way.

For a moment, there was silence. The only sound was both riders gasping for air, each trying to return their heart to a steady rhythm. Reaching back to collapse the remaining wing, Hiccup leaned his head back towards Astrid. She could see the curve of his freckled cheek as he grinned like an idiot. "Well", he said cheerfully, "that was fun."

She returned his gaze, but wild-eyed and tense. "Fun?", she hissed under her breath. Biting her lower lip, she shouted in frustration, using her good arm to deliver a firm slap to the back of his head. Hiccup ducked down a second too late, his shoulders shaking as he struggled to silence his laughter.

"Don't. You. EVER. Do that. To me. Again!" His laughter grew as she repeatedly smacked his back, emphasizing each syllable.

"Ow! Hey!", he snorted as she threw the last few blows to his back. "So serious...trying to get you to lighten up."

"Well now I am **seriously** pissed off!", she shouted, crossing her arms and leaning back, ensuring that not an inch of their bodies were touching. When he didn't respond, she felt a sense of satisfaction, until clearly hearing him suppressing a chuckle. "And what are you laughing at?", she demanded.

Turning his head to look at her over his shoulder, Hiccup had his lips tightly pressed together. As he opened his mouth, he had to choke down another laugh. ""I-I'm sorry, but you should have seen your face…"

Astrid threw her head back with an exasperated groan, before throwing him a heated glare. "I thought you were going to die!", she snarled, baring her teeth. "Again!"

In a show of support, Toothless twisted his head, smacking Hiccup across the temple with one of his ears.

After rubbing his head, Hiccup reached back to pat Astrid's knee reassuringly, which she quickly jerked away. "Aw, c'mon you two. Have a _little_ faith in me. This is the third redesign so it just keeps getting better…"

Astrid stared at him in disbelief. Placing her hands on his shoulders, she leaned in closer to his ear, trying to look him in the eye. "You mean you've done this more than once? And those ones were MORE dangerous than this?! You mutton-headed, son-of-a-half-troll…"

Hiccup held back another fit of laughter, which came out as a snort. "Whoa, mind the language, m'lady!"

"…spend three damned years searching for your skinny ass", she continued to rant, pressing her body into his back so that her mouth was an inch away from his ear. "And you're going out of your way to get yourself killed!"

Her theatrics only made him laugh harder as he struggled to catch his breath. Though her initial rage was slowly ebbing, his amusement pushed her to continue.

"What will I say back home? "Hey guys, I found Hiccup!", she exclaimed with mock levity. "Good news: he survived the battle. Bad news: he strapped a piece of scrap metal and…", Astrid paused as she examined one of the bent wings. "Is this a freaking sail?…to his back and hurled himself into the ocean! For _fun_! And now he's dead!"

Shaking his head, Hiccup grinned in response. "Would anyone really be that surprised?"

"Yes!", she exclaimed, though her face twisted in thought. "…maybe. Okay, no, not that part", she admitted as her hands found their way back to his sides, secretly enjoying the feeling of his abdomen contracting as he laughed. "But I also don't think they would expect you to be…I don't know…some feral dragon boy."

Though said in jest, Astrid became concerned as she felt the muscles in Hiccup's back tighten. He sat perfectly still for one tense moment, then turned his body so that he could look her straight in the eye. "Hey…" he warned, not a hint of humor in his voice. Astrid was about to apologize when she saw the corners of his mouth twitching, fighting back a smile. "Feral dragon man."

Astrid released a breath she didn't realize she was holding. Playing along, she smirked, rolling her eyes dramatically. "Yeah, right…"

As he twisted back into position, Hiccup looked over his shoulder, struggling to keep a straight face. "It's true!", he called back matter-of-factly, "and a married one at that."

The comment took Astrid by surprise, who had to consciously steady her voice. "Poor, poor woman…" she deadpanned into his ear, though she couldn't contain the smile that spread across her face.


	6. Chapter 6

**AN: Wow, I am blown away by the wonderful reviews and PMs about this story! Thank you all for taking the time to message me; it really means a lot.**

**Another long chapter...I considered splitting it in half but didn't want to lose the momentum. There is some action ahead (read: mild violence), as well as a few suggestive innuendos. Still rated T, so nothing excessive.**

**Enjoy!**

* * *

><p>A sparse rain began to fall as Toothless' claws met the ground. Shouts filled the air as the dragon shook his head and yawned, the riders on his back howling with laughter.<p>

"...and that's why I'll never touch dragon nip again", Astrid concluded, smiling but cheeks red with embarrassment.

Hiccup hunched forward in the saddle, head against Toothless's neck, shouldering shaking with each laugh. "Oh Gods", he choked out, gasping for a full breath. With a controlled exhale, he lifted his head and looked over his shoulder at Astrid with a grin. "I would have bartered anything to see that."

"Yeah, you and half of Berk", she grumbled, though her bashful smile remained. "Snotlout was trying to sell admission." With a shake of his head, Hiccup snorted and slid off the saddle, offering his hand to Astrid as she dismounted.

The pair walked downhill, Toothless lumbering closely behind. "Yeah, that sounds about right…", Hiccup muttered. "He's always lived to profit from the humiliation of others, if not be the cause of it."

Astrid could feel her spirits dampen as the young man became more sullen. His mood always seemed to darken when discussing certain Berkians, which deflated her hopes of convincing him to return.

As the ground began to level, Stormfly hobbled over to them. Toothless ran towards her, leaping playfully in front of the Nadder as she whistled. Astrid watched the dragons interaction with a smile, though her mind was still troubled. "Oh, he's not as bad as he used to be", she assured, hiding her concern behind a jovial exterior. "I almost feel sorry for him sometimes, especially when Ruffnut finds creative but brutal ways to reject his advances. _Almost_."

She didn't miss the quick twitch of Hiccup's mouth, and his eyes lighting up with curiosity as he looked back at her. "Like what?"

Shrugging casually, Astrid walked towards Stormfly, running her hand over the dragon's side. "Most recently? Burying him alive."

Hiccup snorted, biting his lip to hold back a barking laugh. As he adjusted a strap on his torso, he smirked at the image of his obnoxious cousin screaming with rage under a foot of dirt, a victorious Ruffnut standing above with shovel in hand. The mirthful expression loosened for a moment as he quickly glanced at Astrid, then kneeling down to examine the wrap on Stormfly's leg. "He, uh, leaves you alone now, right?" His voice was even, though there was obvious unease underlying it.

"Oh yeah", she assured with a soft smile. "I don't even have to threaten him anymore; his own parents would beat him if word got around that he was flirting with a married woman. Especially since we're _technically_ family now."

He nodded shallowly, almost appearing unaffected, though Astrid could see his face subtly relax and shoulders fall as he exhaled.

"So", she grinned hopefully, "do I win?"

"Hmm?", Hiccup hummed, pulled from his thoughts. "Oh! Yes, m'lady, I would definitely say your story is more embarrassing than mine."

She shrugged without shame, smiling with pride. "Hey, as long as I win."

Hiccup opened his mouth to reply, but paused when he felt the light raindrops become heavier. "C'mon, let's get inside", he suggested, giving Toothless a quick scratch before leading Stormfly under an overhang connected to the cabin.

Astrid followed them, leaning against the wall as Hiccup prepared a dry space for her dragon. "So what's my prize?", she asked, smiling impishly.

After pushing a crate into the corner, Hiccup stood up, dusting off his sleeves. "Huh, we didn't pick one, did we?" As Stormfly settled into her bed, he looked at Astrid with a grin. "Well, I guess it's lady's choice, then."

The young woman hummed, slightly tilting her head from side to side as though she were deep in thought. She looked up to meet his amused gaze, a coy smirk on her lips. "What would you have picked if you won?"

"_Oh_ no", Hiccup laughed, wagging his finger as he leaned against the wall next to her. "If you wanted to know, you should have let me win. Besides, you don't get to steal my brilliant ideas".

With a scoff, she shrugged coolly, looking away in disinterest. "Fine, I don't want your crummy ideas anyway". Ignoring his snickering, Astrid looked up to the darkened sky, drawing out the moment.

"Anytime now…", Hiccup teased, grin widening.

"Alright, alright!", she admonished, biting back a smile. "I want…oh, your book!", she gasped, bringing a hand to her mouth.

Hiccup's smile dropped, brows raised in confusion. "You want my book?"

Shaking her head, she looked towards the shore. "No, the one I was reading earlier...I left it on the ground", she explained, stepping away from the wall and into the rain. "It's going to get wet". Astrid raised her voice as she walked farther away. "Be right back!"

Quickly walking to the shoreline, she tried to recall where she had been sitting. After a while the unremarkable landscape of the island began to blend together; if you'd seen one large grayish rock you'd seen them all. The light of the moon spilled between parted clouds, casting a glow on the sea. Hoping that she hadn't been sitting where the high tide now rolled in, she followed the water's edge while scanning the rocks. She almost missed the muted cover of the book, blending in perfectly with the ground. Astrid bent to pick it up, turning it in her hands to inspect it. The cover was a little damp but fortunately wasn't soaked. Pressing the book to her chest to shield it from the rain, she took a final glance at the ocean before turning towards the cabin.

But she stopped. Movement in her periphery drew her attention as she turned her head, prompting her to look back into the dark sea. Focusing on the horizon, she searched for anything out of place among the white caps of the waves. It was barely visible in the scattered moon beams, but there was clearly something moving in the distance. Squinting her eyes and walking towards the tide, Astrid struggled to make out any details, distorted by the falling rain. So she waited, her clothes beginning to stick to her skin as the fabric absorbed the precipitation. As the figure slowly moved closer, she began to see a defined outline, clearly a boat of some sort that seemed to be fairly large. Her suspicion was confirmed when she was finally able to see the faint shape of two tall masts.

"Hiccuuuup…", she called out anxiously, taking a step back. Though she knew he was nowhere within earshot; it was more of a reminder that she was not alone.

Spinning around, Astrid ran towards the cabin, grasping the book and holding onto her rib cage. Each breath was ragged, shaken from the discomfort of being jostled. As she approached the cabin door, she nearly ran into Hiccup as he stepped outside, catching her by the shoulders with his hands.

"Whoa!", he laughed, "take it easy, what are you-"

"There's a ship", she blurted as she pointed to the location, gulping air between broken sentences. "Coming this way. Is...is that normal?"

The smile melted from his face, leaving a deep frown. "No. It's not." Hiccup looked in the direction she pointed. "How far?"

"Half a mile", she guessed, cringing as her chest expanded with each breath. "Maybe less."

With a quick nod of his head, Hiccup squeezed her shoulders before examining their surroundings. He turned back to Astrid, taking small steps towards the shore. "Make sure any candles inside are out", he instructed. "There's an axe next to the bookcase, and I should have a knife in my drawer. I'm going to take a look."

She bobbed her head in understanding, pivoting towards the door.

"And Astrid…", he called, waiting for her to turn and meet his gaze. "Stay inside", he ordered firmly.

The blonde opened her mouth to argue, but Hiccup was already on the move. Throwing open the front door, she scanned the room, seeing two lit candles. After placing the book on the shelving, she looked in the gap along the wall and grasped an axe handle. Extinguishing the first flame, Astrid hurried to Hiccup's desk, pulling open the top drawer. Yanking out parchment and various tools, she groped through assorted clutter and finally pulled out a small knife, nicking her finger in the process. She stuck the digit in her mouth, sucking at the cut before she blew out the last candle.

As she stood in the darkness, Astrid wondered whether Hiccup would return to the cabin or stay outside. Her anxious mind began to formulate a plan of attack, feeling the adrenaline kicking in. Flexing her wrists and stretching her neck to each side, she savored the familiar increase in her heart rate. It was the pulse of blood that came with battle, priming her to strike. She wasn't sure what exactly they were about to face; knowing so little about the threat was both exhilarating and maddening.

With a steady breath, she tried to calm herself; it may not come to that. Hiccup was more familiar with these waters and their dangers, and would have everything under control. But there were many factors to consider, and Astrid was used to at least working off a rough strategy. He seemed to be improvising, which while difficult for an enemy to prepare for, was also a risky gambit. Had he considered Stormfly and whether she was well-hidden? She didn't see any form of weaponry on him; how would he defend himself?

Astrid trusted him. Really. He was brilliant and his creative mind gave him a strategic edge. Still, all of the brains in the world wouldn't help him to fend off a ship full of hostiles while unarmed.

* * *

><p>Hiccup sat in a deep crouch behind a low rock formation, gaze locked on the approaching ship. A low growl could be heard in the shadows behind him, as Toothless narrowed his eyes at the intruders. The dragon's ears perked up as the light padding of footsteps approached them from behind, his growl becoming a quiet warble. Hiccup released an exasperated sigh, never looking away from their target as Astrid huddled next to him.<p>

"Good to know my word carries so much weight around here", he deadpanned.

"I did what you asked", she retorted, tucking a stray lock of hair behind her ear. "But I had to check on Stormfly."

Hiccup scoffed. "And you didn't go right back inside because...?"

"You don't have a weapon", she replied plainly. "At least take the axe."

Hiccup shook his head, keeping his eyes on the watercraft. "That's for you. I'm covered", he assured, not a hint of concern in his voice. "Now get in the cabin."

"No", she said bluntly, leaving no room for argument. "And you don't have anything…"

"I have Toothless", Hiccup reminded evenly. "And a few other surprises" he quickly added.

Astrid raised her brow, looking over his form-fitted attire in the dim lighting. She craned her neck to examine his other side, lightly patting her hand around his waist. "Where could you possibly be hiding a weapon?", she asked incredulously, running her palm down his sides.

Hiccup gave a muffled snort, struggling not to look at her. "Not that this isn't fun", he said with a smirk, "but I think we may want to pay attention to our guests." Catching the suggestive tone of his voice, Astrid's cheeks began to burn as she gave his arm a light smack.

Peering over the rock formation, they watched the ship continue to sail closer. Their voices quieted to whispers as they reported any details that caught their eye. From this distance they could see the deck of the ship, which seemed to have catapults or some form of weaponry positioned throughout. Astrid sunk down to her knees, giving her legs a rest from holding the awkward position as she massaged her calves. Looking up at Hiccup, she noticed that his face became more set, his frown growing deeper the closer the vessel came to the shore. "Are they hunters?", she whispered.

He considered her question, analyzing the ship's design. "Not the type I usually see near here", he quietly explained. "And they've never sailed this close".

That was concerning. It was one thing for her to feel uncertain, but for someone who spent years in the region to be unsure of what approached did not bode well. "So what are you thinking?"

Hiccup sighed deeply, running a hand over exhausted eyes. "Well, since you refuse to listen to reason and go inside…"

Grabbing his shoulder and leaning him towards her, Astrid positioned her mouth close to his ear. "I will not be lectured on reason by a man who throws himself off a dragon!", she hissed.

"Then we both will stay in position and wait for them to make the first move", he continued, ignoring her jab. "The cabin is concealed on all sides, so we shouldn't attract their attention."

Sensible approach, Astrid concluded as she resumed crouching next to him. If all went well the crew was looking for something specific and wouldn't be motivated to stop at the seemingly barren isle. "And if they come ashore?", she whispered, lips an inch away from his ear.

He did not hesitate to answer. "Then be ready to jump on Toothless."

Astrid's eyes widened, surprised by his response. "I'm not leaving Stormfly!", she replied sharply.

"We won't", he assured, turning his head to whisper in her ear, putting them cheek-to-cheek. "Toothless will take you out of range while I run back and get her."

As Hiccup turned his head back to the ship, Astrid huffed in frustration. Though tempted to start an argument that it would be more sensible for her to leave with Stormfly, she knew there wasn't time to debate. If the goal was to simply flee, it didn't matter who was where. Years of training, perfecting her form in battle, gone to waste. "So if we're running away, why did I need the axe?"

Hiccup didn't answer right away, choosing to focus on the the ship even as it sailed out of their view, still following the shoreline. He shrugged, tensing his jaw. "Things don't always go according to plan."

Reaching over to squeeze some excess water from her braid, Astrid sighed. "Or", she offered, "we could use this time to ready ourselves to surprise them and take them down. You keep your island, the dragons are safe, and there are a few less hunters in the world."

A scoff came from the young man as he turned to whisper in her ear. Astrid could feel her cheeks heating up as the rough stubble of his jaw rubbed against her skin. "Glad to see that domestic life hasn't dampened your bloodlust." She couldn't tell by his tone if he was being sardonic as usual or was genuinely passing judgement.

"We're Vikings," she reminded him as he peered over the rock for any sign of attack. "We fight. Especially when it's justified."

Turning his head to her and sinking down to look her straight in the eyes, Hiccup's expression was firm; unswayed. "We don't know who they are or what they want. We need more information and if it can be resolved without casualties, that's what we're doing."

Typical. He always was an unusual Viking. While she found his unconventional ideals novel and exciting at times, they suddenly felt naive when actual lives were at stake. "Fine", she relented, "we'll do it your way."

As his face softened, satisfied with her response, he reached over to her knee to give it a quick squeeze before resuming his watch. While she was still frustrated, the gesture warmed her. It seemed he had been making a point to touch her as often as she found excuses to touch him. The morbid thought crossed her mind that it hopefully wouldn't be for the last time.

Although they could no longer see the ship, they could hear waves slapping against a sturdy surface, and the distant sound of shouting.

A groan rose from Hiccup's throat. "Great. Looks like we run." He turned to Toothless, checking the lock on his tail fin. "Stay here with Astrid, bud. If I give the call, get her above the clouds." The dragon snorted in response, moving closer to the woman. Hiccup smiled, "Thanks, Toothless."

Shifting his gaze to Astrid, he lightly grasped her forearm. Hiccup leaned in closer, nearly touching the tip of his nose to hers, until he could see he had her full attention. "Defend if attacked", he calmly instructed. "Don't draw first blood. And be careful."

Pursing her lips to the side, she gave him an uninspired look. "You've gotten real bossy over the years, you know that, don't you?"

He wrinkled his nose and snorted in amusement, giving one of her arms a pinch in response before getting up and running towards the center of the island.

Astrid looked over at Toothless, who tilted his head and blinked wide emerald eyes. "He is bossy though, isn't he?"

Toothless gave a light huff through his nose, followed by a gummy smile.

The young woman smiled back, reaching her hand to rub under the dragon's chin. "I know, right?"

Minutes passed, and the pair stayed in place. The shouts of the crew became louder in volume, though the words were indistinguishable. Astrid tried to estimate how many were onshore, but the voices all melded together without distinction. Growing bored with waiting as she stared at the same crest between her and the docked ship, she took the axe in hand, twisting it to orient to its weight. As the unrelenting rain drenched the weapon, she was relieved to still be able to firmly grasp the high-quality leather wrapped around the handle. It was a simple design, but well-forged and balanced she noted. Really an excellent weapon.

"Hmph", she muttered to herself, "Bloodlust…" She didn't attack for the fun of it, though it wasn't hard for her to find enjoyment in it. While she recognized her volatile temper and had spent a lot of time learning to regulate her fiery emotions, the passive approach was still foreign to her. Retreat was always a potential battle strategy, but it seemed cheap to not even try to defend Hiccup's homestead. But at the end of the day, everything there was his. If he felt it wasn't worth fighting for, that was his prerogative.

The crunch of approaching footsteps snapped her attention back to the crest. There wasn't anyone ahead of her, though she held her breath so that she could locate the sound of weight shifting on the rocky terrain. When she realized the sound wasn't coming from the direction of the ship but from the center of the island, she relaxed. Hiccup must have changed his mind and returned to wait for their next move. Turning to face him, she was startled to see instead the narrow face of an irate wild dragon. With long curling horns and a jutting lower jaw, Astrid could see a row of the creature's curving teeth. Staring at her with a quiet growl, its tail whipped aggressively as it slowly stalked towards her. Toothless snarled as he retracted his teeth, stepping between the approaching dragon and Astrid.

The young woman was concerned, but also mesmerized by this species she had never seen before. Its hide was pale green, with a peculiar assortment of metal objects welded to its body. Its eye's locked with hers; the fury they reflected was unsettling to say the least. Taking a deep breath, Astrid dropped the axe to the ground and placed a hand on Toothless' side. "It's okay" she soothed. She tried to walk around the Night Fury, who stepped forward to block her path. The other dragon hissed, agitated by the sudden movement. "Really, Toothless, I'm okay", she insisted quietly. The onyx dragon remained still this time as she maneuvered around him, but maintained an active position, ready to pounce. Slowly shuffling her feet, Astrid remembered her training, the same steps Hiccup taught her in the old kill ring. The ones she now taught to a new generation of riders.

Slowly extending her hand, palm out, she continued to approach the dragon as its rumble deepened. As she drew nearer, she was able to see long, deadly spikes emerging from each phalange of its wings scraping against the ground. Swallowing her nerves, Astrid kept her limbs loose, ready to roll away if needed. "Don't be scared", she hushed, "I'm not going to hurt you." Now inches away from its nose, the dragon hissed, tail thrashing. Looking away, Astrid held her breath and waited. As the dragon continued to pant aggressively, the woman could hear her heartbeat pound in her ears, fearing the worst. But soft pressure soon met her palm, with her fingers extending along the ridge of its snout. Growling was replaced with a deep but relaxed purr that reverberated through her bones. As Astrid looked back at its face, she was greeted with calm and docile eyes.

"There we go", she sighed in relief. Sensing the deflating tension, Toothless also relaxed, standing from his pouncing position as he curiously observed the other dragon.

Without warning, the wild dragon's eyes returned to slits, and it gave a deadly snarl. "What?" Astrid yelped, shocked by the sudden change. Despite her better judgement, she pulled her attention away from the incensed dragon when she became aware of a heavy object falling behind her. She spun, revealing a weighted net cast over a muzzled Toothless. "No!", the woman shouted, watching helplessly as another net was thrown over the wild dragon. She dove for the the axe, but was stopped by two strong arms wrapping around her waist. They pulled her up to a standing position, her back up against someone's chest with their chin touching the top of her head. The pungent smell of body odor was overwhelming, eclipsing the cleansing rain and sea air.

"Get 'em, lads!", the voice behind her bellowed. Their surroundings were soon illuminated with firelight, as several men with torches approached. Astrid used this to her advantage as she kicked and punched the arms around her, focusing on visible joints. With every movement, she fought to ignore the searing pain of her rib as she twisted wildly to escape. But the grip only became tighter and did not react to her strikes.

She tilted her chin up, squinting as her eyes were bombarded by fat drops of rain. The figure looked down at her, revealing the top half of a weathered face, the wrinkling of his eyes suggesting he was smiling. "Well 'ello, luv", he chuckled. "What are you doin' out 'ere all by your lonesome? And with an Armorwing no less?"

Seconds away from a string of expletives, Astrid was cut off by the cries of another man.

"Good god, is that a Night Fury?", he gasped. Toothless thrashed fiercely, unable to stress the netting.

"Can't be…", a gravelly voice replied, scoffing at the notion. "t'is a legend."

"Silas!", the man holding Astrid called out. "You won't believe our luck!"

Looking ahead, she could see a relatively well-dressed man approach. As the light of the torches cast upon his angular face, Astrid was struck by how the resulting shadows made him appear more sinister than he would otherwise. The malicious smile that slowly crept across his face didn't help this perception. More men walked behind him, beaming and crowing at their good fortune.

"Finally caught up to you, eh?", the man referred to as Silas smoothly asked the gnashing Armorwing. "Thought you could outfly us." He then looked over at Toothless, narrowing his eyes as he examined the ebony dragon under torchlight. "Well I'll be damned", he breathed, his smile growing into a wide grin. "This _is_ a Night Fury!"

"T'is not!" The gravelly voice called out from behind him.

"It is! I'm looking right at it, you drunken fool!", Silas shouted back. His attention then turned to Astrid, who continued to struggle, her ribs aching from the pressure. "Well, this _is_ a good day…", he laughed.

Taking her chin between his thumb and index finger, Silas forcefully lifted her face to meet his gaze. With only inches between them, Astrid was able to note his surprising cleanliness, especially among his present company. His well-groomed eyebrows rising occasionally as he slowly looked her over, appraising every detail of her face and form. Meeting her eyes once more, he smirked as he gave a nod in approval. "She'll fetch a high price, no doubt."

Astrid bared her teeth, swiftly moving her head and biting down on his finger. He jumped back, quickly pulling his injured hand away and grasping it in his other hand. To her dismay, he did not appear angry when the initial shock faded, but rather burst into a guttural howl. "And feisty!" he quipped, though his eye twitched in pain. "Whoever takes her home had better like it rough." The furious woman clenched her jaw as the surrounding crew laughed at her expense.

With a final glance at their earnings, Silas turned around and walked back into the darkness towards the ship, a torch-bearer at his side stoking the flame to withstand the driving rain. "Load them up in the brig", he ordered. "Make sure the chains are tight."

The arms restraining Astrid moved quickly to grasp her elbows, pulling them behind her back and pushing her along. She tried in vain to get traction by digging her boots into the rocks, but could only slow their pace.

Out of the corner of her eye, Astrid saw another man walking on her left move closer to her with each step. She kept her eyes straight ahead, but watched his movements in her peripheral vision. She couldn't make out many details in the flickering light other than his raven-black hair, but he walked with the energy of a man in his youth, and smirked as his eyes lingered over her body. "Hey, Silas", he called to the front of the pack. "I was kinda hopin' this one could keep us boys company up top." He made a sudden grab at her backside, hungrily grasping her flesh before she savagely screamed and kicked him off. The man's impudence elicited a series of hoots and laughs from the surrounding crew.

Without turning around, Silas shrugged dismissively. "Just don't spoil her value. Beyond that, I truly don't care." The laughter around Astrid became more boisterous, with the young man graphically detailing his lascivious intentions. Brimming with rage, she fought to ignore their leering and threats, and to instead search for any sign of Hiccup. She purposely kept her gaze away from the direction of the cabin to avoid giving his location away.

Several paces ahead, Astrid could see Toothless bucking and growling, as did the Armorwing. Both dragons threw their weight against the net, requiring more men to assist in pulling them along. It was a slow process directing the dragons to the awaiting ship, but the beast's efforts did not obstruct their path.

As they neared the ship, Astrid had to swallow down bile that built in her throat. Every step taken without evidence of Hiccup's well-being intensified a growing panic. Her racing mind considered every option that would explain his absence: he could have been captured, killed, or ran away. Each of those possibilities caused a physical pain within her chest, born of worry, mourning, and heartache. If something happened to him, then the hunters could have also found Stormfly. The thought of her beautiful dragon in danger of poaching yet again, and being unable to save her, brought tears to Astrid's eyes.

Blinking rapidly and taking a deep breath, she tried to push back the fear. If she, Hiccup, and the dragons were going to survive this, she had to think of a plan to escape. Astrid's eyes rapidly scanned around her, taking in every details she could. As she took stock of the weapons that each man carried, the grip on her arms suddenly released as she was thrown to the ground. A pained scream behind her drew her attention as a man on her right jumped to grab her leg. Connecting the bottom of her foot with his face, a set of hands abruptly lifted her up by the armpits, allowing her to get her footing. Preparing to swing a punch in their direction, she stopped when the figure released her, running for the next hunter. Astrid immediately recognized the mop of russet hair, illuminated by the glow of a flaming sword grasped in his left hand. She didn't have time to gawk at the unusual weapon, instead grabbing a sword from the man she kicked and running for the dragons. Hacking and slashing as she ran for the nearest net, she avoided grasping hands until she reached the Armorwing. The netting was difficult to clench in the driving rain, and although the sword could cut through the rope, she wasn't able to move quickly enough.

More hunters entered the fracas, running straight for her. She tried to slice faster, preparing to defend as they closed in. A sudden blinding blast of light threw the men apart from one another, scattering them on the ground. Astrid looked up to see Toothless in flight, with Hiccup on his back. They continued to fire at oncoming attacks, buying her time to sever the net. Finally, with a finishing cut to the line tightening the muzzle, the Armorwing broke free. As it ran through the group of hunters, it gnashed its teeth and slashed at the crowd with its tail. Toothless dove towards Astrid, grabbing her in his claws before lifting back into the sky. The force pulled at her ribs, sending shooting pain across her chest, but she was relieved to be off the ground.

"Just another second!", Hiccup called down to her.

She heard the flapping of wings from behind, though she struggled to turn to look over her shoulder. But a familiar squawk brought immediate comfort, and Stormfly flew beneath her rider, allowing Toothless to drop her into the saddle.

"Are you okay?" Hiccup shouted over the screams of the hunters as the dragons flew higher to avoid being hit by arrows.

Astrid nodded, hoping he couldn't see her tears in the dark. "Yes", she forced out, though her voice notably cracked. Pushing wet bangs out of her face, she looked at the scene below. Men charged at the rampaging dragon, only to retreat as it shot white-hot flame in all directions. Finally, the Armorwing was able to take off, screeching as it soared over the water.

"Follow me", Hiccup yelled. Toothless took off, with Astrid and Stormfly close behind. The young woman gave a final look at the hunters below, surprised how many were on the ground grasping at injuries while others tried in vain to shoot them down. One figure caught her eye among the chaos, causing her stomach to lurch: the young man who had grabbed at her, neck bleeding and limbs displayed in an unnatural position that she instantly recognized as lifelessness.

* * *

><p>They didn't fly too far, but were well out of sight from the hunters. Landing at a cavern high in a mountain range, Astrid lovingly stroked Stormfly's scales, proud of her for pushing through her injury. Hiccup was already on the ground and approached them, holding out a hand to help Astrid dismount. Clenching her teeth, she slowly slid down, letting him help guide her until her feet touched the ground.<p>

With a hand on her shoulder, Hiccup looked her over or injuries. As he did, Astrid carefully observed his face. Beyond the obvious concern, his eyes seemed different than before. Lost; almost hollow. It was a look that Astrid knew well, from her own face and in the eyes of others in their village. The realization and humility that came with taking a human life. But Hiccup wasn't like her, or the other Vikings. While the first kill was difficult for almost anyone, it was seen as a necessity in their world. Here, there was no one to assure him that it was normal response; that it could have been right thing to do. He would have to live with it everyday and assess his own humanity based on a split-second decision.

Gently placing a hand on her side, Hiccup frowned as he noticed her tense musculature. "Are you really o-"

Before he could finish, Astrid pressed herself into his chest, arms wrapped around him. She buried her face into his neck, fighting back more tears.

With a deep exhale, she felt him relax into her embrace, placing his arms around her.

"I'm so sorry, Hiccup", she mumbled into his skin.

"Me too", he echoed. He lowered his cheek to the side of her head, using the fingers of one hand to toy with the end of her braid. "Like I said, things don't always go according to plan."

They stood in silence, both drenched but too engrossed in one another to bother moving out of the rain. After a few more minutes passed, Hiccup planted a quick kiss in her hair and then released her.

"I'll look inside and make sure its vacant", he said, tilting his head towards the cavern. "We should stay here tonight...go back and see if anything is still there tomorrow", he added with a sigh.

As he and Toothless looked inside, Astrid surveyed their surroundings. They were high up, but could possibly be visible at sea level if they lit a fire at night. Until sunrise, they would have to rough it. Thinking about morning made her thoughts turn to breakfast, causing her stomach to rumble. She realized she hadn't eaten anything substantial in two days other than a few bites of fish that afternoon. Perhaps they could wake early and go hunt for breakfast. The promise of food would have to sate her until then.

Hiccup emerged from the cavern with a small smile. "Its clear. There isn't a lot of room, but you and Stormfly will be fine in there."

Astrid looked at him with a concerned frown. "What about you two?"

Hiccup shrugged. "We'll be out here, keeping an eye out". Toothless groaned loudly, voicing his displeasure with their sleeping arrangement. This earned him a disapproving nudge from his rider.

Trying to hide her amusement, Astrid cocked an eyebrow. "You honestly think they'll scale a random mountain tonight to look in this specific cave?"

Hiccup huffed quietly, though his mouth pulled into a weak smile. "Eh, probably not, but I don't imagine I'll get much sleep tonight".

She remembered the vivid nightmares that followed after her first kill, replaying the decisive moment over and over. It took days of poor sleep to finally allow her to collapse from exhaustion. If he was going to have a difficult night, he shouldn't have to go through it alone. "Well at least rest inside then. This rain isn't stopping anytime soon and without a fire you're just asking to get sick", she reasoned. "And probably die."

The young man snorted, giving a playful smirk. "Why is it in every one of your hypothetical scenarios, I always wind up dying?"

She looked him up and down, as though she were seriously considering his question. "I don't know", she innocently mused, "you just have this mix of recklessness and poor attention to detail that makes you the perfect candidate for death. Not to mention", she reminded him, "_you invite it_!"

Throwing his head back with mock exasperation, Hiccup groaned dramatically. "Not this again…"

Unable to keep a straight face, Astrid snickered, covering her mouth with her hand. "Seriously though, come inside", she prompted more softly, too exhausted to keep the debate going much longer. Hiccup glanced in the cavern, looking like he was considering her offer. Maybe.

Astrid sighed; she had a feeling she knew what this was going to take. And the cost would unfortunately be her pride. Wrapping her arms tightly around her frame, she fixed her gaze away from him, biting her lip. "I'd sleep better if we aren't by ourselves", she shyly admitted, continuing to look to the side but covertly watching out of the corner of her eye.

That did it. Hiccup looked her over, taking in her demure posture, and suppressed a smile. "Oh. Well. I mean, if it makes you feel better...I guess we can squeeze in."

Her eyes shot to his, surprised by how quickly he had caved. "Your sacrifice is admirable", she deadpanned, unable to hide her smile.

"Yeah", he agreed, puffing his chest with false bravado, "someone really should write an epic of my valor."

Astrid scoffed, rolling her eyes as she grasped Hiccup's waiting hand. "I'll get right on that...", she muttered as she led him out of the rain with the dragons close behind.


End file.
